This paper explores the incidence of stress in international students in relation to the requirements of an international Masters Programme. The data presented here were taken from a doctoral ethnographic study of the adaptation of international postgraduate students to life in the UK, involving individual interviews with thirteen students over the academic year 2003/4 as well as participant observation of the entire cohort of 150 Masters students. It is suggested that article stress related to the academic task 2 is caused by academic cultural differences particularly in regard to critical evaluation and participation in discussion in class, and by language ability. This study shows that stress is intense at the beginning of the academic programme and declines gradually as a function of a reduction in the academic workload, rather than as a function of time.
Introduction
In the first weeks of their intensive postgraduate course, when the workload was typically high, and students had to adjust to a new academic culture and a foreign language environment, the anxiety experienced by students was intense. Words used repeatedly by interviewees to describe their feelings included : worried, nervous, scared, afraid, tough, pressured, tiring, hard and demanding. In particular, students were overwhelmed by the requirement to write eight assignments inside 12 weeks in a foreign language, as expressed below:
We have to work so hard. I cannot sleep! All the assignments come at the same time.
Jordanian interviewee
Sometimes I cannot sleep and when I want to sleep I get up so early, I don't know why. 'I want to sleep, don't wake up!' I don't get up, I just try to lie on my bed, one hour later, I give up, I get up. Maybe it's because the deadline of assignment was coming. I try to do, lots of stuff. Too much work! Thai interviewee
Conversations with the rest of the student group (in class, in tutorials, in the corridor) revealed that the majority of the cohort were suffering stress, as evidenced in the huge number of emails received related to the difficulty of assignments and of meeting deadlines, an example of which is below: Inside the first few weeks of term, many students came to see my office in tears, many wailed in despair when discussing assignment titles in class, some holding their head in their hands at times, and on most faces there were frowns and looks of seriousness and worry. The following cry was a constant refrain: 'I am so scared!', and there was a constant stream of emails from nearly all students, as well as queues at my office door, with questions on assignments. A typical diary entry is below: It is important here to observe that home (i.e. British) students 4 on the course faced and were stressed by the same assignment pressure: some expressed relief that they were writing essays in their own language, and showed sympathy with the additional stress of being a non-native speaker. Whilst academic dissonance and language difficulties intensified the pressure on students in this research, the intensity of the taught element of the Masters course in terms of the assignment schedule was a major stressor for all students, not specifically for international students.
Taiwanese student very nervous about ability to reach performance level expected on Masters course -'I'm very scared, very scared' -and begged for my assurance that I would help him through the first
The importance attached to academic success was reflected in student reactions to passing assignments:
relief was manifested in delighted smiles and in one extreme case, a student fell to the floor on learning that she had achieved a Merit. Conversely, students who failed assignments came to my office, often in tears and suffering embarrassment over their perceived loss of face, frequently needing extensive counselling and reassurances over their ability to progress. As Barker (1997) notes, in international students there is a common willingness to put in long hours of study but there is also a great fear of failure.
A high level of stress was revealed in the prevalence of sickness in students and the submission of sick notes to support a request for assignment extensions. An extreme reaction was withdrawal from the course, usually following a period of sickness (three out of 150 students deferred their place on the course for a year). An example is the case of a Chinese student, who came to see me in the second week of term to say that she could not cope with the assignment schedule, she couldn't sleep or eat, she was constantly breaking down in tears (as she did in the tutorial), and that her parents were so worried about her that they were going to send out her brother to look after her. She said that when she did manage to sleep, she had bad dreams, and always woke early; she had been to the doctors to get a prescription of sleeping pills. She described herself as being in a state of nervous exhaustion, confirmed in her pale and blotchy appearance and her lethargic manner. Despite being offered an extension on assignments, the only thing that offered her relief was the opportunity to defer her studies for a year.
The experience of this student is not exceptional, as this scene was recreated many times in my office,
although it was only in a minority of cases that deferral was sought.
As Storti (1990) notes, stress impacts negatively on the ability to study; many students found themselves in a vicious circle of not being able to concentrate because of anxiety, which in turn fuels their level of panic, as testified to by a Korean student who said she could not read for how stressed she felt. This level of distress in the cohort necessitated on my part (as will be recognised by any study support lecturer) repeated reassurances and explanations of assignments, pointing to the demanding nature of dealing with international students for academic staff. Indeed, Channell (1990, p.73 there is clearly a conflict between an institution's desired income and the level of resources available to deliver the service expected. This point is particularly pertinent to heavily-recruiting academic programmes on which the staff-student ratio is very high: staff may wish to offer students (home and international) a high level of academic support, but may not have sufficient time to meet the needs of all students.
Academic cultural differences

Learning resources
In the case of African and Russian students on the course, shock arose when they realised the extent of the use of computer technology in UK HE, increasing the pressure they were under from an academic
point of view. As a Russian interviewee commented: everything is on computers. I'm afraid to go to the library the first time. In Russia people are not so computerising. In my country people prefer to do things without computers.
This comment was echoed in the experience of some African students, unused to using computers for academic work in their country (in this study, Ghana, Nigeria and South Africa), and upon whom the demand to learn a completely new skill in order to complete the course successfully placed huge stress (in terms of losing sleep due to the need to stay up all night to type out assignments, and to learn new computer programmes). None of these students expected the prevalence of word-processing and internet use, and when asked, all said they had not received pre-arrival information on the topic, reflecting a selectivity in the information forwarded to students. As noted by Furnham (1997) , institutions need to be aware of all aspects of the sojourn that students will find distressing, and address as many as possible in advance in the form of pre-arrival information on the university and academic requirements. However, it must be emphasised that dissonance in the extent of IT use affected only a minority of students.
Essay-writing and referencing
If culture shock refers to the removal of familiar cues (Hall 1959) , then it follows that academic culture shock is the removal of familiar academic rules, and their replacement by strange conventions, exemplified for most students in the requirement to write essays and to reference any literature consulted. Much panic was expressed in the first 4 or 5 weeks of term, as reflected in this comment from a Russian interviewee:
In Common difficulties cited by students included essay structure, academic language, paragraph formation and introducing personal opinion. The need to reference information gleaned from secondary sources was problematic as many had never needed referenced secondary material before; and many
were not familiar with the Harvard System. Whilst referencing procedure is easy to explain and to demonstrate, it was in the first month the most common subject in the hundreds of emails received:
stress over this subject did not diminish until students had successfully demonstrated that they could follow referencing guidelines.
It must be pointed out that non-traditional British entrants to Higher Education such as mature students
were similarly anxious about their ability to write essays and to follow referencing procedure, being equally unused to such conventions. Therefore, if academic culture shock is relevant as an explanation for difficulties in writing and referencing, this is as relevant to non-traditional home students as it is to international students. This is reflected in the nationality make-up of weekly in-sessional disciplinespecific study support classes, which were attended by all students, regardless of nationality or language ability. The guidance offered in these sessions on academic conventions as well as the access offered to all students to email and tutorial contact to discuss assignments meant that students very early on acquired the necessary information to fulfil the required academic conventions, and thus this aspect of academic culture shock was short-lived, confirming the claim by Searle and Ward (1990) and Ward and Kennedy (1996) that the acquisition of sociocultural skills will offset culture shock.
Critical thinking
Whilst problems with writing style and referencing procedure could be faced by any student unused to academic conventions, concerns over critical thinking were really only expressed in this study by international students, particularly those from a dissimilar culture from the UK, confirming the contention by many writers that cultural dissimilarity dictates the level of shock experienced by sojourners (Boski 1990; Torbiorn 1994; Gudykunst 1998; Ward et al 2001) . The need for critical thought in assignments presented much concern to the majority of students, and presented a longerlasting difficulty, possibly because it posed more of a challenge to the self. As Gudykunst (1998) points out, cultural identity is acquired through socialisation as children, and any challenges to the selfconcept will be met with resistance.
According to Hofstede (1991) , students from countries high in Power Distance are uncomfortable with critical exchange and contradiction; they may not consider it appropriate to subject lecturers and academic texts to critical scrutiny. Therefore, it is commonly found that many international students do not engage in critical evaluation (Skelton and Richards 1991), and it was unsurprising that, in addition to stress over the high number of assignments, of particular concern for many students in this research was the prevalence in the UK of critical thinking, especially for students whose previous experience was of an academic system centred around passive, or rote, learning, as reflected in the following excerpts:
Actually Similarly, a Swiss students described her surprise at having to give her opinion on an academic subject, being used to summarising the work of the 'experts', but not showing agreement or disagreement:
I am enjoying the course, but nervous about the demand to undertake critical analysis, as this is something that we are not used to, there what students have to do is go to the lesson, listen and write down what the lecturer says, then recite it -listen, make notes and recite.
In study support classes and by email, questions were repeatedly asked about the vocabulary in assignment titles: that which created the most problems for students included phrases such as 'critically examine', 'critically evaluate', which are typical of Masters level assignments in the UK. Whilst students were willing to put in a huge amount of self-study, something which initially surprised them, but to which they adjusted quite quickly, they were less relaxed about arguing with what they read, and offering their own judgement, a common refrain being, 'what do I know? How can I disagree with the professor?' Thus there were repeated entreaties by lecturers to students to give their opinion, and assurances that it didn't matter if the opinion was right or wrong, that it wasn't necessary to agree with the lecturer.
The concern over expressing their own opinion can also be explained by the cultural dimension of Uncertainty Avoidance (UA): those from strong UA cultures look for certainty and expect their teachers, not the students, to have all the answers; argumentation and self-expression are not the norm (Hofstede 1991). However, in the UK, students are rewarded for the quality of their thinking and argument, and the application of knowledge to new problems (Skelton and Richards 1991; The British Council 1999). Whilst British students may need time to acquire the appropriate academic style in which to express their own opinion (Carroll 2005b), the notion of voicing opinion was not in itself shocking, as it was for many international students in this research. It would take students many months before they assimilated the required norm to engage with the literature they read (for some students, this was not achieved at all), with the result that many marks were lost under the criterion of critical evaluation.
Participation in discussion
Like critical thinking, the topic of participation in class is also related to national culture. Much anxiety was expressed by interviewees over the need to participate in class discussion, an academic difference noted in a survey by The British Council (1999). As Okorocha (1996) states, at first lectures and seminars can send students into learning shock: an observation confirmed in this study which found that most students sat silently in class for several months, rarely volunteering an answer unless picked on. Whilst contribution to discussion was not an accredited part of the Masters Programme, students knew that they should cultivate the skill of public speaking at some point, as they would have to prepare a group or individual presentation as part of one of their units of study, and besides, many were embarrassed by their lack of participation in contrast with the more voluble students in class. Many students had come from countries high in Power Distance, where education is teacher-centred, involving strict order in class, and limited participation from students (Hofstede 1991; Carroll and Ryan 2005) . In such cultures, teachers do all the talking while students listen (Okorocha 1996); students from this type of culture were therefore not usually prepared for what they saw as a high level of interaction in class.
As Hofstede (1991) notes, a lecturer from a western country expects students to participate in class, they are expected to volunteer an opinion and to engage in debate. In countries low in Power Distance, such as the UK, education is a student centred process which treats students' and lecturers' opinions equally (Gudykunst, 1998) . For many students, however, participation in class discussion was a demand that was overwhelming: unused to this convention, it would take many months before students both variables confirmed by Gudykunst (1998) and Berry (1994) . But this was a painstakingly slow process, as students felt hindered not only by shyness but also by language deficiency. Change was brought about by the sensitively lecturer involving students, as advised by Ryan (2005a) . When asked, students said that they wanted to be picked on; their lack of contribution was something they wanted to change. Therefore, whilst a relativist stance in lecturers is to be welcomed, including an awareness of western academic conventions and the difficulties many international students 
Language ability
In the literature on cross-cultural adjustment, there is debate among writers over whether or not greater importance should be attached to cultural or linguistic skills in successful adjustment. Similarly, when considering the stress suffered by international students in relation to the academic demands of the course, in addition to academic cultural differences, it is important to bear in mind the pressure imposed by communication in a foreign language (Carroll 2005a). One of the greatest sources of strain for the majority of participants in this study was the difficulty of acquiring sufficient linguistic competence to meet the academic demands of the course, confirming the observations of Persaud (1993), Blue (1993) and Ballard and Clanchy (1997) . Non-traditional home students may face the problem of acquiring a new style of academic self-expression, but they do have the advantage of being native speakers of English. Most of the students in this study had taken an intensive course in English before they arrived, but the centrality of English to academic and sociocultural efficacy meant that the majority of the interviewees expressed a lot of anxiety over their level of English, particularly during the first round of interviews. The vocabulary used by interviewees to refer to English language ability includes words such as nervous, scared, embarrassed, ashamed, not confident, and shy. Once students had realised the demanding nature of the academic task, they quickly recognised the importance of language ability, perhaps best reflected in a South African interviewee's account of her decision to study in the UK:
Something that made me not too nervous was maybe the language because our sponsor said 'you can choose any country but must mind, keep in mind that you don't choose a country where you have to struggle with the language'.
This student noted from observation of the student group that speed of reading and digesting information was impacted by language ability, as confirmed by a Taiwanese student:
Reading in English is so hard! I think I need to read twice or three times to get more understanding. I just tell myself, 'don't worry, don't be nervous' October 25
It was recognised by all informants that proficiency in English was, as the student from South Africa overplay their distress, which is not usually debilitating. Indeed, in this study, for the vast majority of students, adjustment eventually took place; therefore the acculturative situation was stressful and taxing, but the outcome was ultimately positive. As Berry (1994) notes, there is a thin line between adaptation that enhances life chances, and an extreme experience that 'virtually destroys one's ability to carry on.' (p. 137) For the minority who left the course, the sojourn was harmful, resulting in serious, if short-term, ill-health manifestations. It is for this reason that among the many transitions in people's lives, which according to Giddens (1991) characterise the age of modernity, the move to a new environment is often cited as one of the most traumatic and threatening (Hamburg and Adams, 1967; Coelho et al., 1974; Hamburg et al. 1974; Kim 1988) . Searle and Ward (1990) point to a conceptualisation of culture shock in the literature as either a deficiency in coping skills, or as a psychological condition, which according to Furnham (1993) stigmatises the individual who cannot cope. Using a cultural skills learning approach can prepare students for the new academic culture, with study support helping students to acquire such skills as essay-writing and referencing. Equally, academic orientation before commencement of the programme can help to prepare students for academic cultural differences (Peacock and Brown 2006) . However, this cannot (and in this study, did not) completely remove the stress caused by the extent of academic cultural differences, language difficulties and the pressurised intensity of a Masters course.
The findings in this study point to an at least temporary lowered mental health status, caused by, among other things, stress related to study demands. Academic support alleviated some of the distress experienced by students, as reflected in the large number of emails received offering gratitude for the support, but as expressed by the Russian interviewee, it was not until the last assignment was handed in that she felt released from a prison sentence. Crano and Crano (1993) warn researchers not to psychopathologise the international student sojourn. Nevertheless, the discomfort felt by students is real, and to avoid or minimise the incidence of breakdown which can occur when people move to surroundings (Gudykunst 1998), we cannot afford to overlook their distress, however temporary it may be.
Conclusion
In this research, stress was prevalent in the majority of students, particularly in the first semester, and was caused by academic cultural differences, the intensity of the assignment schedule, and language difficulties.
All students were placed under stress by the workload involved in the course, including home students.
The use of ethnography as a research approach means that follow-up of informants is possible, and the researcher can make a judgement on whether adjustment takes place or not. By the time of the second interview in January when eight assignments had been completed, stress had not diminished, instead there was a realisation in all interviewees of the seriousness of the academic task, which they had found harder than they had imagined: many still felt stressed and the impact of the workload involved in a Master's degree was continuing sleep deprivation. In regard to study stress, the U-Curve model of adjustment (Lysgaard 1955) , which states that difficulties are at their peak in the initial stage does not apply, as stress only decreased in line with a reduced intensity in the assignment schedule.
In addition, a huge number of students were discomfited by confrontation with an alien academic culture, although some home students also had to face the challenge of adapting to unfamiliar conventions such as essay-writing and referencing, if they were unused to Higher Education.
Overcoming the often painful experience of culture shock is usually a function of time (Lysgaard 1955; Searle and Ward 1990; Furnham 1993; Ward and Kennedy 1996) , and involves a process of adaptation (Berry 1994) . Similarly, being an extension of national culture, the academic culture of the new country requires an adjustment on the part of international students (Chan and Drover 1997). Whilst students often retain their ethnic heritage in many areas of their life in the UK, such as food practice and interaction patterns (as this study found), in the area of academic culture, the assimilation approach, defined by Berry (1994) as the renunciation of original culture norms and their replacement by the norms of the host culture, is the only option open to students if academic success is to be achieved. Adapting to new ways will be hard if there is a clash with deeply held personal and cultural beliefs, and for some students, adaptation is impossible (2005b). Where students are reluctant to adopt aspects of the new academic culture, such as critical engagement with the literature, the result will be either failure or reduced marks. In this study, the time it took to embrace unfamiliar academic norms varied among students, and the success of adjustment varied among individuals, depending on factors such as motivation and linguistic ability.
Finally, a further obstacle to many international students in this research was the lack of fit between their level of English language ability and the academic demands placed on them. If the intensity of the course and the academic cultural differences posed problems for the majority of students, for students whose language ability was minimal, stress was magnified. It is difficult to reach a clear conclusion over which is the more debilitating: language difficulties or cultural differences. There is debate in the literature over the place of culture and language in the adjustment process, with some writers highlighting the importance of language ability and others putting more emphasis on cross-cultural competence. In the academic arena, and in relation to this research, I would argue that academic success is impeded by poor language skills, yet linguistic competence alone will not guarantee adjustment. Students should be linguistically and culturally competent in order to cope with the intensive assignment schedule previously alluded to.
The high level of stress experienced by students in this research reinforces the need for academic orientation which addresses academic cultural differences in advance of the start of the course and for in-sessional discipline-specific study support, which should begin in the first week of the new semester, when stress is at its highest (Ackers 1997; Lord and Dawson 2002; Durkin and Main, 2002) . Linguistic competence needs to be in place by the start of the course, or needs to be achieved very quickly (through self-improvement strategies and maximisation of English language speaking opportunities).
To address stress caused or exacerbated by language difficulties, the responsibility to improve language level resides with the student, as it is unlikely that universities will increase their language requirements, given the dependence of institutions on fees from international students, no matter how ethically driven we may wish recruitment to become.
